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Introduction

Beginning in the late-1980s and early 1990s, mineral-rich countries throughout Latin America, faced with increasingly debilitating debt burdens, opted to, at the behest of international financial institutions, underake a comprehensive neoliberal restructuing of the regulation of their mining sectors.
  Under this broad set of reforms,
 the primary role of government was simply to create favorable conditions for the private sector, particularly foreign investors. As a result of this restructuing, multinational mining firms have procured generous concession agreements that provide them with extensive rights, while at the same time, imposing on them a very limited set of obligations.
  There is no doubt that these reforms have, over the last two decades, played an enormous role in facilitating the global mining boom, which has seen Latin America become the most popular exploration destination on the planet, attracting 25% of global spending in 2012.


This unprecedented expansion of mineral exploration in the region, however, has not been without its share of consequences. For one, it has often provoked sharp conflicts between mining companies and communities, as local people have demanded that the state provide them with more environmental protection, recognition of indigenous rights, and calls for more equitable sharing of mining revenue.
  In addition, neoliberal reforms have diminished the state’s institutional capacity and hindered its ability to effectively mediate these conflicts between the often contrasting demands of corporations and communities within their national territories.  Within this context of state absence and weakened institutional capacity, and often at “the discreet behest of weak [host] governments,” mining companies have increasingly come to assume an expanded set of “state-like responsibilities” 
 within these communities, at times, operating as “a sort of de facto government”
 or “alternative to government.”
 

These developments have coincided with the emergence of the concept of corporate social responsibility (CSR), which has risen to great prominance in the discourse on global political economy over the last two decades.
  As the state has withdrawn from the regulation of industry across Central and South America, the mining industry has fervantly pursued CSR strategies as the ideal means of resolving the problem of ‘governance gaps,’ with the hopeful expectation that companies, by offering their expertise and resources, can concretely contribute to the promotion of growth and sustainable development in the Global South in a way that some mineral-rich states have hitherto failed to do.
 This faith in CSR is predicated upon two basic assumptions.  First, that “firms are capable of policing themselves in the absence of binding international and national law to regulate corporate behaviour.”
  And second, that corporate and community interests can be compatible and that differences between them are quantiative (i.e. about dollars and cents) and not qualitative (i.e. about different visions of development).
    

Critics of CSR argue that the role of business firms in areas of social and community development is “more, likely than not, destined to be superficial, short termed, and neither equitable nor sustainable.”
  They point out that it is naïve to believe that companies who have, for decades, contributed to environmental and social degradation of local communities where they did business, will suddenly transform into socially and environmentally conscious organizations, in the absence of robust, binding and enforceable regulatory measures.
  At the heart of these debates is a central question: in the absence of such measures and in spaces where marginalized citizens are often unable to hold their governments accountable, how effective can mining companies’ CSR initiatives be in promoting social and economic development within local communities in which they operate?
  And what are their potential consequences of these initiatives?

In this essay, we seek to address these questions through an examination of the operations of a Canadian junior mining company called Gran Colombia Gold in Marmato, Caldas in central Colombia. In said community much of the issues previously discussed have been present.  Gran Colombia Gold is a fervent proponent of CSR strategies and they have come to assume certain state-like responsibilities within the community.  That said, Marmato residents have also been the source of tremendous resistance to the company and its operations.  As such, this case study offers an ideal entry point through which to engage these critical debates.

Using an historical approach, following from the insights of David Szablowski (2007) and Bonnie Campbell (2012), this essay seeks to evaluate Gran Colombia’s CSR initiatives in Marmato within the broader context of Colombia’s evolving national mining strategy and regulatory frameworks, as well as their history of violence and incomplete process of state formation.  The central argument of this essay is that the shortcomings of Gran Colombia’s CSR initiatives in Marmato need to be understood in relation to broader historical processes of economic globalization, state evisceration and the continuing privatization of actions previously performed by public actors, which have, as Campbell notes in relation to African mineral-rich states, blurred the lines of accountability between state and firm, undermining the legitimacy of both actors within local communities in the process.
 While the discourse on CSR has often been forwarded its strategies as a remedy for “governing gaps” in the Global South, we argue that in the absence of a robust regulatory framework, capably enforced by a strong development state, CSR will continue to provide limited and short-term developmental benefits and insufficient protection to local communities. An examination of Gran Colombia Gold’s operations in Marmato attests to this fact, while also demonstrating the possibility for effective community resistance at the local level. The fieldwork for this paper was carried out from November of 2012 to April of 2013 in Bogota, Marmato and Toronto.     
Mining in Colombia: Historical Context

Before examining the operations of Gran Colombia in Marmato, it is first important to consider the radical transformation that Colombian extractive sector, particularly gold mining, has undergone in the last decade.  While Colombia does have an abundance of mineral wealth, which includes petroleum, natural gas, coal, iron ore, nickel, gold, copper, emeralds and hydropower, due to the protracted nature of the country’s civil conflict and the uncertain security situation that that conflict has helped to create and sustain, foreign companies have historically been reticent to invest and, as a result, Colombia’s mineral reserves have remained, until very recently, largely untapped.
  While this distinguishes Colombia from other South American mining giants, two features of Colombia’s recent mining trajectory are very much in keeping with broader trends in the region.  

First, at the forefront of the expansion of mining activity in both Latin America, in general, and Colombia, specifically, have been Canadian mining companies, whose percentage of total mineral investment in Latin America, has risen from 12% in 1990 to, by 2008, roughly one-third of total investment in mineral exploration in the region.
  Excluding Canada, Canadian mining companies currently invest more in Latin America, than any other region in the world, reaping enormous profits, in the process, from their operations in this region.
  By 2011, one estimate suggested that 43.41% of all mining companies in Colombia were Canadian.
  

This relates to the second commonality that Colombia shares with other Latin American mineral-rich countries. As Szablowski notes “[s]ince the late 1980s, nearly every mineral economy has significantly changed their mineral investment laws and policies in line with the new [neoliberal] paradigm.”
  In 2001, Colombia followed this trend in introducing their new Mining Code (Law 685), which was drafted by a Colombian law firm in colloboration with CIDA, the Canadian International Development Agency through CERI, the Canadian Energy Research Institute.
 This code was designed to attract foreign investment and saw the government’s role in the extractive sector shifted from being that of, as Szablowski characterized similar changes in Peru, “an owner-operator [of the sector] pursuing social or political goals” to becoming simply an “efficient and ‘apolitical’ regulator.”
  For example, this new code implemented a number of reforms that attempted to maximize foreign companies access to mineral reserves and to increase their incentives to invest.
 These reforms included lowering the royalty levels that the national government received from mining and reducing the tax rates that these foreign mining companies had to pay and in some cases exempting companies from paying income tax at all.
  The Mining Code also stipulates that companies could only begin to mine an area after the approval of an undefined “competent environmental authority” has been granted.
 Instead of placing the state in the role of “competent environmental authority,” the Mining Code stipulates that the mining companies themselves will be in charge of undertaking the Environmental Impact Study that should come before the approval of any mining title.
  Moreover, in a situation where a company is guilty of serious and repeated violations of environmental legislation, the Mining Code simply states that state can take away their license, not that they are, in any way, obligated to do so.
  

These reforms, in conjunction, with former former President Alvaro Uribe’s policies that obsessively pursued increased security and more foreign investment, greatly contributed to the expansion of the extractive sector in the country.  Between 2002 and 2010, the number of acres in Colombia with mining concessions increased 9-fold.
  This expansion has initiated a remarkable shift from small-scale artisanal mining to large-scale industrial exploration and has generated significant increases in the national production of oil, coal, and gold.
 By 2011, one out of every five dollars invested in Colombia from foreigners came from mining, while one in every five dollars that left the country in exports came from mining.
 

As with other mineral resources in Colombia, the acceleration of foreign investment, in conjunction with historic records in the global demand, has served to revitalize gold mining, the focus of this study, in the Colombia.  Currently, the Colombian government has granted over two hundred foreign MNC’s with over 1600 concessions to proceed in exploring for gold in the country.
 In 2011 alone, gold production increased 4 percent, to almost 56 tons.
  That level of production over doubled the approximately 22 tons of gold that was produced in 2001.  
The Extractive Sector and Sustainable Development in Colombia

It is important to note that, in recent years, the Colombian state has fervantly defended the developmental benefits of the extractive sector. They have argued that mining can play a crucial role, not solely in increasing economic growth, but also in contributing to sustainable development in these regions, through ensuring employment generation and poverty alleviation.  In 2011, Colombian President Juan Manuel Santos declared that mining would become one of the five “economic engines” of Colombia’s development strategy, bringing “prosperity to all, more jobs, less poverty and more security.”

In this section, we will evaluate this supposed link between mining and sustainable development in the context of Colombia, arguing that due to the high incidence of conflict in rural Colombia, the significant presence of informal actors in the gold mining sector, and the weak, often overburdened state agencies that are currently in charage of regulating gold mining, the government’s current mining strategy is likely to exacerbate conflict and environmental degradation and have a detrimental impact on economic growth, job creation, and income distribution in the long term.  At the conclusion of this section, we will briefly consider the implications of this for CSR initiatives.
The Perils of Mineral Dependency

In recent years, a growing literature has noted that many countries that have engaged heavily in mining have fallen victim to, what has been labeled the ‘natural resource curse,’ whereby an abundance of resource endowments in a country, which would be expected to improve economic performance, have proven to have deleterious effects in relation to long-term growth, employment generation and income distribution.
  While scholars continue to hotly debate what causal mechanisms best explain this perplexing correlation,
 and while there are certainly some cases which represent exceptions to this ‘curse’ (see Chile, Indonesia), the vast majority of research confirms that “the typical effect may be negative, and the experience in some countries implies large negative effects.”
  Furthermore, the effect on employment and income distribution of mineral dependency has been found to be even more commonly dire than it is on growth, as a high endowment of mineral resources do not generate a lot of jobs and may indirectly eliminate more employment in other non-extractive sectors.
 Moreover, mining has also often exacerbated conflict in the areas where it has been carried out. To understand the full extent of mining’s economic and social effects and their relevance to the Colombian case, one must pay attention to certain important variables that have been factors that have been identified as salient in the literature.
Mining and Conflict: Informality and Violence

One factor that heavily shapes the developmental impact of mineral resource endowments relates to the accessibility of the mineral to informal actors.
  In other words, whether the mineral is lootable.  Where the resources are easily accessible and, therefore, more prone to theft, they can often generate new conflict or intensify pre-existing conflict and lessen the state’s control over the means of production and mineral-related revenues. Both of these outcomes can be ultimately detrimental to growth.  This concern is particularly salient when it comes to gold mining in the Colombian context.  Unlike oil
 in Colombia, which is dominated by a single company (in Ecopetrol (EC) and controlled mainly by formal actors that pay taxes to the state, gold is largely characterized by small-scale and informal exploitation, largely because gold is far more easily accessible to informal actors than oil is.  While in recent years an influx of MNC’s have entered the Colombian gold mining industry, including Anglo-Ashanti (AU), Gran Colombia Gold, B2Gold, Continental Gold, and Golden Glory Resources, in 2010, formal actors still only account for 14% of total gold production.
  While the reminder of production in the country, approximately 85% is mined informally.


The involvement of informal actors in the production of gold in Colombia has also recently dramatically increased.
 This is largely due to the fact that there has been a significant reduction in cocaine production, as a result of the success of the US financed ‘Plan Colombia’ over the last ten years.
 As one expert noted: “Where illicit crops are disappearing, no matter the reason (fumigations, military operations, crops substitutions), we see a raise in informal mining activity.” Not surprisingly, perhaps, the primary groups infiltrating mining during this period of time have been those non-state armed groups, that were previously heavily dependent on the drug trade for revenue, including Revolutionary Armed Forces (FARC), the National Liberation Army (ELN), and emergent criminal gangs (BACRIM).  Some reports have even suggested that gold has replaced cocaine, as FARC’s prime source of income.


The pervasiveness of these informal actors in the gold mining industry in Colombia has had, as the literature would predict, enormous implications for conflict and human rights in these regions. First, as noted, mining has served to provide these groups with an important source of funding that has enabled them to sustain their war against the government.  Second, frequently people who live in these mining areas have become “victims of massacres, economic blockades, forced displacements, threats, and assassination attempts carried out by paramilitary and guerilla groups seeking to take control of the land and control of benefits of natural resources being mined.”
 The scope and intensity of the problem is immense.  In a report by the National Mining Company Minercol Workers Union (Sintraminercol), they suggested that 87% of all displaced persons come from municipalities in Colombia where mining/energy producing takes place (35% of total municipalities), and that 80% of all the human rights violations and violations of International Humanitarian Law have taken place in mining regions in Colombia over the last decade.
 

While MNC’s in Colombia can certainly not be held responsible for creating these longstanding conflicts in the country, their presence, which is almost always accompanied by an increase in militarization of the area, can often exacerbate conflict in a number of ways.
   Firstly, as noted in many of the areas that companies enter, human rights violations either predate or coincide with the arrival of these MNCs.
 As such, by employing private security companies (as almost all mining companies do in Colombia), MNCs further militarize these areas and are in danger of potentially exacerbating old conflicts.
 Second, MNC’s can also be seen to have benefitted from the prior presence of paramilitaries. This is because the Colombian military, in the process of clearing guerrillas out of certain areas to enable foreign investment, are often accused of utilizing the services of paramilitary forces or, at the very least, turning a blind-eye to paramilitary violence.
  In this way, the local communities can perceive MNC’s, who are entering their communities, as having benefitted from this illegitimate violence.
  As a 2009 MiningWatch report has stated “Human rights violations are linked to efforts by those behind Colombia’s murderous paramilitaries to create conditions for investment in which they are positioned to benefit.”
  In this way, the presence of MNCs in conflict zones can run the risk of benefitting from or being complicit in massive human rights abuses.
  In such historical conditions, the prospects for CSR initiatives appear extremely limited, for while these strategies may be able to implement short-term solutions, rather than addressing their deeper structural roots.
Mining and Institutions

Another important mitigating factor, which has been demonstrated to shape the developmental outcomes that mineral extraction generates, is related to the efficiency of the state’s management of the resource.
  Crucial to this management is the relative strength and transparency of state institutions.  Where institutions are weak or corruption is endemic, mismanagement of the resource can produce excessive waste, which lessens the economic benefits that the resource can generate. In this regard, the Colombian state’s mining institutions are relatively weak and ill-coordinated.  The 2001 mining code–still affective after the Constitutional Court rejected the 2010 revision– is vaguely-worded and leaves the state with too passive a role in managing the extractive sector. Key governmental agencies – including the Ministry of Mines and Energy (MME), 
 the National Agency of Mines (ANM),
 and the Ministry of Environment, Housing and Territorial Development
 – have shown themselves to be ill-prepared to manage the major social challenges related to mining.
  These agencies are understaffed and have shown that they are unequipped to cope with extensive backlog of title requests.
 Andrés Rodriguez Ruiz, the leader of the Ingeominas (the precursor to the ANM), has acknowledged this problem, admitting that the agency has been “overwhelmed,” and that “the structure of the company is not adapted to further growth in applications for titles and, moreover, their budget of 94,000 million pesos is not enough to monitor reported royalties that total 1.6 billion pesos.”
 Moreover, these agencies have also been riddled by accusations of endemic corruption and nepotism.
  For example, the former director of Ingeominas, Mario Ballesteros, was forced to resign after some of his colleagues were involved in secret negotiations with MNCs that allegedly enabled these companies to draft the extension of their contracts.
  
Corruption also undermines the way the state has chosen to invest the rents they glean from the extractive sector.  In those exceptional cases (i.e. Chile and Indonesia) where states have seen mineral extraction have positive long term effects on economic growth, job creation and income distribution, it is, at least in part, because those states responsibly re-invested their mineral rents in infrastructure, research and development and other labour-intensive industries.
  While in cases, where less impressive outcomes were produced, rents have been susceptible to theft, or re-directed to patronage or, otherwise, wasted.  

Here again, the current empirical evidence from the Colombian case is largely discouraging. Over the last decade, there have been many examples of misappropriations of funds derived from gold mining.  One prominent example took place in Maceo, a municipality of Antioquia. In 2008, the region received COP$10.141 million from gold production. 51% of this sum was invested into a miner’s incentive fund
 in which only nine people were recipients.  Further investigations revealed that those 9 people were not listed as miners on the mining census.
 What is even odder is that there were not records of gold mining activity in the municipality between 2008 and 2010.
  These kinds of mysterious happenings have become a common occurrence in Colombia’s gold mining sector and suggest the pervasiveness of corruption and misappropriated funds within the gold mining sector. 
Dutch Disease

In defense of the expansion of Colombia’s extractive sector, the government has often pointed to the fact that in the ten years since they have accelerated their mining strategy (2001-2011), the country has averaged an annual growth rate of 4.3%.
  In other words, they make the argument that mining, on balance, has been good for the economy.  However, such an assessment oversimplifies the situation and fails to appreciate the long-term dangers of ‘Dutch Disease.’ By ‘Dutch Disease’, we refer to those situations in which the temporary comparative advantage gained in one sector (i.e. natural resource sector) diminishes a country’s capabilities in other tradable sectors, which may again become important at a later date.
  As a result, a country’s emphasis on mining, for example, can lead to a failure, on their part to create and develop new efficient future industries in other sectors (particularly manufacturing and agriculture), for example, by failing to provide workers with adequate skill and training.
  This can have long-term negative effects on growth and employment/distribution.   

While the Colombian government continues to deny that the country is facing a ‘Dutch Disease,’ some noted economic experts disagree.  In late 2011, the Colombian central bank chief, Carlos Cano, said that Colombia could be potentially facing Dutch Disease, triggered by the mining and energy sectors, which have been attracting more than 85% of the country’s FDI.
  In our interview with noted developmental economist Albert Berry, he concurred with Cano, arguing that Colombia is “in a Dutch Disease,” and “that the relative lack of success of manufacturing is due to substantially to the export of a lot of minerals.”
 

Some crucial indicators seem to support Cano and Berry’s assertions. In 2012, the government registered negative growth in its manufacturing sector (-0,7%).
  Moreover, in the same year, its agricultural sector’s growth rate was below the national average (agriculture’s was 2.6%, whereas the national growth was on 4%).
 This contrasts sharply with the mining sector, which with a 5.9% growth rate represented the country’s fastest growing sector.  Moreover, currently, the mining sector is responsible for the fourth-fifths of the growth of all the country’s exports, although it is responsible for the creation of only 200 000 direct jobs.
 Troublingly, Colombian imports in 2012 kept on growing faster than exports (8% for imports, against 5.3% for exports) and public expenditure increased 5.1%, whereas home’s expenditure rose on a 4.3%.
  Much of this is related to the fact that, as a result of mineral exports, the Colombian currency continues to appreciate significantly.


These developments are extremely troubling if one considers their potential long-term effects.  To appreciate this, one needs to think in terms of the three phases of mineral dependency outlined by Berry. Berry predicts that in the first phase, the one in which Colombia is currently situated, a country experiences the growth benefits of the rapidly expanding mining sector, for although the mining sector itself does not generate many employment opportunities, employment is generated in construction and other related activities (transportation, finance, etc.).
  In the second phase, which is characterized by stable mineral dependence, construction employment, largely related to mining, will be expected to diminish, while job opportunities in other tradables (manufacturing, agriculture, etc) will likely continue to decrease as the impact of ‘Dutch Disease’ comes to be felt in those sectors
 In final phase, when export of said minerals begins to severely decline, short-run recessionary effects are likely to be produced, so that construction job opportunities will be extremely minimal.  Meanwhile the state of labour demand will become heavily dependent on whether other tradables are able to become/remain competitive.  In a worst case scenario, as Berry concludes, “mining dominates the economy for 20 or 30 years, by which time manufacturing has kind of disappeared, [as] a lot of entrepreneurial skills are gone.  They have gone to mining [or] gone abroad.  Now…you no longer have the base of that powerful manufacturing sector, from which to…re-emerge.  It has been damaged [by the dominance of mining].”
  Ultimately, the long-term outcomes are heavily dependent on how the demand for labor evolves in a couple of key sectors, especially agriculture and manufacturing.  As noted, therefore, Colombia’s current decline in agriculture and manufacturing is particularly troubling and could foreshadow major economic costs in the long-term.  

The Colombian government’s decision to pursue this risky path of mining-led development, therefore, is even more confounding, when Colombia has a wide range of resources. It has a lot of good land for agriculture and it has also had a successful history of manufacturing for several decades, during which time manufacturing was its leading sector.
  Given its abundance of non-mineral resources, in conjunction with Colombia’s long history of violence in mining areas, its weak institutional capacity, and the very real dangers of ‘Dutch Disease,’ the government’s decision to enter heavily into a sector for which the experience of other countries suggests is full of potential dangers seems like a foolish choice. While the policy solutions to these formidable obstacles will not be easy to come by, the answer certainly does not reside in CSR initiatives. To establish a clearer idea of CSR’s limitations, it is important to now engage in an in-depth analysis of our case study.
CSR and The Case of Gran Colombia Gold’s Operations in Marmato, Caldas


In June of 2012, Gran Colombia gold mining’s operations in Marmato were featured in a cover story in the Globe and Mail’s Report on Business.  In all likelihood, the facts that initially drew the Globe’s attention to this case were some of its more controversial details. Marmato, founded in 1536, is the fourth oldest municipality in all of Colombia. Located at the summit of a mountain known as Cerro El Burro, the town sits atop one of the most abundant repositories of gold in all of the country, with approximately 11.8 million ounces. Residents of the town have been mining it for over six generations.
  And here is where the controversy begins: in order for Gran Colombia to get maximum access to the gold in Marmato, they would have to build an open-pit mine.  The construction of such a mine would require that the company obliterate the existing town of Marmato, displacing the mountain’s almost 800 inhabitants, potentially forcing thousands of people out of their jobs, and exacting a high environmental cost. 

In June of 2011, when the company merged with a fellow Canadian company called Medoro Resources and  took control of mining operations in the town, the government-backed project seemed to be exactly the kind that the Santos-administration were seeking to fulfill their vision of economic renewal and development.
 Almost immediately following the news that Marmato would have to be relocated because of a government-supported mining project, a group of villagers came together to form a committee to defend the town called Comite Civico pro defensa de Marmato. The committee now represents approximately 1500 miners. Adding further fuel to the fire was the fact that in September of 2011, a fierce opponent of the project, a priest named Jose Reinal Restrepo, was found murdered on a country road, with both his motorcycle and wallet with money in it still by his side.
  His death came mere days after he appeared in a televised interview where he denounced both Gran Colombia’s plan, saying the “only way I will leave Marmato is if I am dead.”  The company emphatically denies any involvement in his death and the police have never found any evidence linking the company to the killing.  Still the story of Restrepo’s mystertious murder, has garnered a great deal of media attention and interest in both Canada and Colombia and the event has cast the company’s operations in the town in a suspicious light.  

Beyond the controversial details of the priest’s mysterious murder and the potential displacement of one of Colombia’s oldest municipalities, Gran Colombia’s operations in Marmato is an instructive one, because of the questions it raises about the relationship between CSR, the extractive sector and development in Colombia. In June of 2011, when the company merged with a fellow Canadian company called Medoro Resources and took control of mining operations in the town, the government-backed project seemed to be exactly the kind that the Santos-administration were seeking to fufil their vision of economic renewal and development. Gran Colombia presents itself as a very progressive company, esposuing a desire to act as an “agent for positive social change in the communit[ies]” in which they operate.
 As their Vice-President of Investor Relations, Roy MacDonald, stated in our interview, for Gran Colombia operations to be successful in Marmato, the company believes it has to create a “win-win-win situation,” that is “good for the company…good for the community and the government as well.”
  To ensure this “win-win-win” scenario, Gran Colombia claims to aspire to create a working partnership with “host governments, local community groups, non-governmental organizations, [and] contractors and suppliers.”
  They declare their a deep commitment “to conduct [their] business to ensure lasting social progress and economic growth for all stakeholders throughout the life of a Gran Colombia Gold mine and beyond.”
  

Gran Colombia’s emphasis on their commitment to long-term social progress is very representative of common CSR rhetoric in the mining industry and an evaluation of their specific CSR initiatives demonstrate the various limitations of CSR in contexts such as Marmato.  First, increasingly in Latin America, as Szablowski notes, mining companies receive from host governments a “formal award of rights…accompanied by an informal delegation of local regulatory responsibilities.”
  One of the direct ramifications of this is that “past public functions of the state are increasingly being delegated to private operators, [which] includes service delivery and also rule setting and implementation.”
  

Such is the case of Gran Colombia in Marmato, where Gran Colombia are attempting to persuade residents of the town to “re-settle,” as they call it, in nearby areas including the town of El Llano, approximately 1.5 km away.
  To make such an option more desirable to residents, the company has promised that it will build “a planned, modern community with proper streets, sewage, utilities and clean water” in El Llano.
  They have also promised to invest approximately US$2 million in the town and its surrounding area, to be used to fund the construction of the El Llano Hospital and an administrative center.  While Gran Colombia’s initiatives may be being carried out with the best intentions, their long-term prospects raise a number of troubling questions about responsibility and accountability, which commonly plague CSR initiatives.
As Campbell notes: “[w]ho is to have responsibility and who will be accountable for the services provided by a company to affected local communities?  More specifically, is it the company…or the government?”  In other words, if Gran Colombia decides to leave Marmato at some point, how would projects such as the ones listed above be maintained?  And who would be ultimately responsible for their upkeep?

Similarly, given that the company plans to move residents out of Marmato and destroy the town, what sort of contingency plan, if any, have they presented to Marmato’s residents in the case that Gran Colombia decides to abandon the project? 
Locals have argued that the company has not done enough to provide them with concrete assurances that the move will be in their best interest.  At present, the company is not contractually obligated to provide residents of Marmato with anything specific (job quotas, income compensation, etc).  Nor has it been clearly stipulated what compensations it will provide the community, in the event that the company decides to abandon their operations in the town, after the open-pit mine has been constructed, which given the checkered history of mining companies in Marmato is not beyond the realm of possibility.  When pressed on this point, MacDonald answered: 
“I’m not sure [the community would be] relocated forever...if we relocated them and then walked away from the project, it probably would be a pretty good thing for the people because they end up no longer clinging to this side of this mudslide site and mining without water and sewage or anything, they end up a kilometer away, they´ve got a nice new house, they´ve got sewage, they´ve got running water, and they can go back up the hill and open up that hole in the side of (the mountain) that they were working before, and do what their doing today, only they have a nice house and a school a little further down the hill for their families.”
Aside from the serious problems with describing a nearly 500-year old community (which was designated a National Heritage Site by the Colombian government in 1983) as a “mudslide site,” MacDonald’s words also point to larger issues with CSR initiatives.  First, as mentioned, in the absence of a strong state, if the company does decide to leave, who will ensure that the services that MacDonald speaks of will be maintained? In addition, what will the environmental impact of an open-pit mine, which are notoriously destructive, be for future generations? Ultimately, in the absence of a robust regulatory framework, a strong state and legally binding and transparent contracts, CSR initiatives run the risk of paying little more than lip service to the impacted local communities that they claim to be committed to uplifting.

Restrepo’s death and Gran Colombia’s plans for re-location have not been the only sources of controversy that Gran Colombia has had to face, nor the only sign that there exists tension between the community and the company.  Another important fault line relates to the plausibility of Gran Colombia’s explanation for why the town needs to be relocated.  Gran Colombia argues that, with or without their presence, Marmato’s re-location is a matter of necessity because the town has been “subject to periodic landslides,” which in 2006 proved lethal to some inhabitants and which the company believe will only get worse.  Gran Colombia’s assessment of the significance of this landslide is hotly contested.  Opposition Senator Jorge Enrique Robledo argues that landslides have been used by Gran Colombia as an “excuse” to justify the displacement of the town.  In our interview, Robledo acknowledged that “in 2006 there was landslide that was relatively small,” but in his estimation its impact “was magnified and exaggerated in a corrupt way” by the company in order to support their demand for the relocation.  The majority of Marmato residents that we interviewed shared Robledo skepticism.  They were highly doubtful of Gran Colombia’s claims about the dangers that landslides presented to the town and none were convinced that this necessitated their re-location.  Some, like Yamil Amar, the President of Pro Defensa de Marmato, even challenged that what occurred in 2006 was a “real landslide.”
  In Amar’s estimation, far from being an unavoidable “periodic occurrence”, the slide was a result “of some sterile soil that miners irresponsibly took out of the mines.”
  When heavy rains ensued, Amar believes this soil began “to fall down the mountain.”
  

Another local grievance against Gran Colombia has related to residents’ disappointment at the state’s inability to adequately act as an intermediary between the company and the community.  One example were this issue is crystal clear relates to disputes between Gran Colombia and local miners over the seizure of local mines.  Miners from Marmato have denounced Gran Colombia Gold on several occasions for “illegally” occupying their mines. Gran Colombia says that these “recovered” mines legally belong to them.  In protest, Miners from Marmato have organized rallies; media visits and sent letters to the national government asking the state to treat them and the multinationals equally.
  In late November of 2011, 300 small-scale miners engaged in a 2-day strike in Marmato, to prevent the closure of two mines that the miners claim Gran Colombia were trying to close illegally.  Gathering in the town’s main square, these miners blocked cars and people’s access to the mines. 

This conflict revolved around a vague clause in the 2001 Mining Code, which stipulates that six months after a mine is abandoned, the owner loses his/her title over said mine and the mine, subsequently, becomes “vacant.” When Mineros de Caldas (one of Gran Colombia’s predecessors) stopped working its mines in 2006, tens of unemployed, artisanal miners took over these mines and started to work them themselves. Four years later, in 2010, Medoro (the company Gran Colombia eventually merged with) bought Mineros de Caldas’ titles and tried to recover their abandoned mines. According to the law, the mining authority (Ingeominas) has to officially declare the mines vacant.  In the case of these mines in Marmato, the agency never did so.  Legally, therefore, the mines belong to Medoro/Gran Colombia, and not the miners that have come to inhabit them. Many miners, however, have rejected the law in this regard and contend that taking over these mines was their right after they had lost their jobs when Mineros de Caldas initially left their communities.  Moreover, these miners who came to occupy these mines (and who eventually went on strike in November of 2011) argue that Ingeominas (now ANM) never answered their claims asking to take these mines over. What’s more they accuse Gran Colombia of using illegal tactics.  One miner, who has mined in Marmato for 28-years, has accused Gran Colombia of trespassing on his mines: "We need the government help to us. [The multinationals] break into the mines on weekends or holidays and knock down the structures we have made, and when we arrive the next day to the mine, we don’t have a place to work anymore.”
 

This dispute between Gran Colombia and the disgruntled miners over the status of these ‘vacant’ mines, and the subsequent, November 2011 strike is significant, because it demonstrates both the failure of the state to act as an effective mediator between the mining company and the local community in Marmato and it casts grave doubts about the notion that, in the absence of state regulation, corporations can be trusted to police themselves.  It also highlights the deep-seated resentment and mistrust that many local residents in Marmato feel towards the national government for their perceived favoritism of multinationals. Again and again, in our interviews, miners expressed their belief that the government was not on their side.  As one striker noted “the tool that the state has to protect us is the law, but the law goes against us.”
 Another prominent Marmato lawyer saw it slightly differently, but agreed that the state had failed the residents of Marmato.  It is not the law that goes against the local community, in his view, it is “how marginalized the state is from the mining problem in Marmato.”
 The state’s failure to perform its proper role as intermediary between company and community, in this lawyer’s estimation, has “open[ed] the door for a social conflict with serious consequences”


Right beneath many of these miners anger at both Gran Colombia and the state’s role in their communities, lies a deeper desire for the state’s support and assistance.  Again and again, miners that we spoke with expressed their hope for greater state involvement and regulation of small-scale mining, while acknowledging some of the main problems with their mining methods.  One miner, named Juan Quintero,
 who has been mining in Marmato since he was 13, succinctly summarized some of his colleagues main concerns and aspirations: 
"our idea is the state develops a mining legislation in which [small-scale miners] fit, because we [artisanal miners] don't fit in the current legislation, because right now we have to compete with rich multinationals…[the state] should show us how to responsibly exploit gold. They should train artisanal miners so they can keep on being miners, because that is what they know how to do and what they want to do. In opposition, what they’re doing now is to push miners so they leave their vocation and suddenly become farmers and grow plantain, yucca. That is absurd! Being a miner is our vocation; it runs in our blood, it is in our genes.  We can protect the environment if we are taught how to do so. That is another issue: the government creates a lot of rules and laws but they don’t give us guarantees or tell us how to enforce that law. They don’t educate, or train us, or advice us, or give us some economic support so we can do what they expect. The environmental protection is a matter of education, so miners know how to mitigate artisanal mining’s effects on environment. If we have the money and the knowledge, we’ll be able to protect the environment and respect the law”


Quintero’s statement captures both his colleagues’ disappointment with the current role played by the state, but it also concretely points to various ways that the state could more constructively engage artisanal miners in the country.  More than anything, the comments of the residents we interviewed lend credence to the idea, forwarded by Campbell, that “much more careful attention needs  to  be  paid  not  to  CSR  but  to  the  role  to  be  played  by  pro-active development states.”

Current Status

Ultimately, Gran Colombia’s mining operations in Marmato appear to have reached a stalemate.  After many delays, their project remains in the pre-feasibility stage (i.e. the stage in which the company decides whether they will proceed with their project), though their new target is to publish the pre-feasibility study in June of 2013.  In March of 2013, Gran Colombia reduced their sustainability team (which had become a crucial component of their CSR initiatives in the Marmato project) by more than half.  Common speculation in the town among residents, which has gained increasing intensity in recent months, is that the company, realizing it will be not able to proceed with an open-pit, may abandon the project and the community altogether.  Although, the company has yet to make any official indication that this is the case. Amar has argued that “any project [Gran Colombia} wants to undertake [in Marmato] will have to have the community’s approval.  And the company knows that.”  Marmato, therefore, serves as a significant example of the potential effectiveness that resistance at the local level can achieve.  The question remains, however, with all of their rhetoric about their commitment to principles of CSR and to producing positive change in Marmato, will Gran Colombia remain in the town, if they do not get the open-pit mine they so desperately want?  If they leave, what will this mean for the number of development projects in the town that they have only recently initiated? And how would such a departure square with their aforementioned commitment “to ensure lasting social progress and economic growth for all stakeholders [in Marmato] throughout the life of a Gran Colombia Gold mine and beyond”?
Conclusion

 In this essay, we have examined the operations of a Canadian junior mining company called Gran Colombia Gold in Marmato, Caldas in central Colombia, considering the question:  in the absence of robust, state-enforced regulatory measures and in spaces where vulnerable citizens are often unable to hold their governments accountable, how effective can mining companies’ CSR initiatives be in promoting social and economic development within the local communities in which they operate?
Using a historical approach, following from the insights  of  David Szablowski (2007) and Bonnie Campbell (2011), this essay has considered Gran Colombia’s CSR initiatives in Marmato within the broader context of Colombia’s evolving national mining strategy and regulatory frameworks.  We have argued that the acceleration of gold mining, as it is currently being undertaken in the country, will exacerbate conflict, exact a high human rights cost and produce severe economic consequences. Moreover, we contended that the shortcomings of Gran Colombia’s CSR initiatives in Marmato need to be understood in relation to broader historical processes of economic globalization, neoliberal state restructuring and the continuing transfer of “public functions” to private actors, which have blurred the lines  of accountability between state and the firm, undermining the legitimacy of both actors within local communities in the process.104 Paradoxically, while the discourse on CSR has often been forwarded as a remedy for “governing gaps” in the Global South, we have argued that in the absence of a strong regulatory framework, capably enforced by a competent development state, CSR will continue to provide limited, short-term and insufficient developmental benefits to vulnerable local communities, as has been the case in Marmato.
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